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Very little was known about the safety of 
American workplaces before the late nine-
teenth century. Only fragmentary infor-
mation exists prior to the 1880s, mostly 
due to the fact that many contemporaries 
cared very little about workplace safety. 
During the ϥndustrial Revolution, it proved 
very diʛcult for an injured worker or their 
heirs to successfully sue employers for 
damages. Courts would usually deny any 
liability. Several surveys taken around 
1900 showed that only about half of the 
fatally injured workersɅ families received 
any compensation. Even when compensa-
tion was granted it only amounted to 
about half a yearɅs pay.  
 
One of the most dangerous industries 
was mining, where about three hundred 
out of every one hundred thousand min-
ers were killed on the job each year dur-
ing the early 1900s.  Railroads during the 
same time span were also extremely dan-
gerous with about two hundred and sixty 
fatalities per one hundred thousand 
workers.  
 
Many states during the 1840s established 
railroad regulatory commissions, but 
most had few powers and were rarely 
able to inɳuence much change in the 
working conditions of employees. Be-
tween 1889 and 1890, the newly-formed 
ϥnterstate Commerce Commission (ϥCC) 
released its ɲrst publication on accident 
statistics. The ϥCCɅs ɲndings demonstrated 
the extraordinary risks of the railway sys-
tem, and by 1893, Congress passed the 
Safety Appliance Act. This act was the ɲrst 
federal law intended to improve the safe-
ty of workers by regulating the equipment 
used on the railroads. Later, during the 
early twentieth century, several agencies 
were established to improve safety stand-
ards such as the Federal Food and Drug 
Administration and the Federal Reserve 
System.  ϥn the 1960s, economic expan-
sion would, once again, lead to an in-
crease in the importance of workplace 
safety. By 1970, Congress established the 
Occupational Safety and Health Admin-
istration (OSHA) and the Mine Safety and 
Health Administration (MSHA). The Bu-
reaus of Labor Statistics would later, in 
1973, begin the survey of occupational 
injuries and illnesses. Here are some sta-
tistics gathered from the most recent sur-

vey conducted for 2018.                                    

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Sta-
tistics, the incidence rate among private 
industry employers remained unchanged 
at 2.8 cases per 100 full-time workers in 
2018. ϥllnesses only accounted for a small 
fraction of all cases reported among all 
private industry workplaces in 2018. ϥnju-
ries made up 95 percent of all cases re-
ported in private industry during 2018. 
 
Health care and social assistance had the 
highest number of injuries and illnesses in 
all private industry sector during 2018, ac-
counting for approximately 1 in 5 injury 
and illnesses cases reported by private in-
dustry employers in 2018. The manufactur-
ing and health care and social assistance 
industry sectors accounted for 53.7 per-
cent of all private industry illness cases in 
2018. 
 
The most common event for an injury or 
illnesses in 2018 was due to overexertion 
and bodily reaction at a rate of 28.2 per 
10,000 full-time workers in all industries. 
This was followed by falls, slips, and trips 
at 23.9 cases per 10,000 full-time workers 
in all industries.  
 
Sprains, strains, and tears were the most 
common injury or illness in 2018, account-
ing for 30.7 cases per 10,000 full-time 
workers in all industries. The next most 
common injury or illness was soreness and 
pain at 15.9 cases per 10,000 full-time 
workers, and followed by cuts, lacerations, 
and punctures at a rate of 9.2 cases per 
10,000 workers.  
 
Upper extremities were the most common 
part of the body to have an injury or illness 
at a rate of 28.6, with the hands having an 
injury or illness rate of 12.3 per 10,000 
workers in all industries. The next most 
common part of the body to have an injury 
or illness was to the lower extremities at a 
rate of 21.5. 
 
SOURCE: www.bls.gov/iif/ and jobs4tn.gov 
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